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\\{igﬁ,7A$ﬁﬁ6ugh the qulet rural aspect of Yorktown today contrasts
-%hw%ﬁe busy commercial community of the eighteenth century,
the village retains many of its elghteenth century butldings and
features. In addition most of the original lot lines lald out
on the bluffs in 1691 and at the base of the bluffs in 1788 re-
main. The original main street is lined with substantlal brick

and frame eighteenth century dwelllings and some modern recon-
structions,

At the west end of Maln Street, there are several recon-
structlons. The brick,.court house, the fifth to stand on Lot
24, was built in 1955 in colonial style. The Swan Tavern across
the street from the court house, originally buillt in 1722, was
destroyed in 1862 and peconstructed in 1930, The frame five~bay
bullding is covered with white clapboards, has a brick foundatiopn,*
clipped gables, hipped dormers and interior end chimneys. The
reconstructed Medical Shop originally bullt in the mid~elighteenth
century stands across the street from the Swan Tavern., The
three-bay frame structure rests on a brick foundation and 1s
covered wilith beaded white claphoards. It has a steeply piltched
gable roof and an interior-end chimney.

Grace Church, on Lot 35, north east of the Court House, and
already on National Register of Historic Places, 1s one of the
few surviving colonlal structures built of marl, althcugh these
marl walls were covered with stucco 1In the mid-nineteenth century.
Built between 1696 and 1700 the rectangular bullding, 55 feet 9
inches by 28 feet 8 inches, recelved a 29 foot north wing in the
eighteenth century. The church was gutted by fire 1in 1814, but
the maln portion was restored in 1848, The belfry, western
doorway and cilrcular window date from a 1926 renovation.

South of Grace Church on Lot 36 stands the Somerwell House,
thought to have been bullt prior to 1707 by Mungo Somerwell.

The house was later part of the Lightfoot family holdings. The
three-=bay brick bullding 1s 1aid in Flemish bond with irregular
zlazing on the south section and regular glazing on the north
't wing, The house has exterior-end chimneys, a modillion
cornice, & steeply pitched roof and gabled dormers. The opening%
on the south front have been altered, but the door and window
frames are old. The windows on the east and west ends have
segmental arches. The west chimney, the dormers and the nine-
over-nine sash are modern.

The Thomas Pate House on Lot 42 just to the east of the
Somerwell House was bullt between 1699 and 1703 by Thomas Pate,
the ferryman and ordinary keeper at York Ferry. Later 1in the
eighteenth century the house was owned by Cole Dlgges and hils
children. The four-bay whitewashed ell-shaped brick structure

ig laid in Flemish bond. Three gabled dormers open On the south
glope of rhe roof, one on the eastern and twq on the western slope
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of the ell wing. The bullding orilginally had exterlor end chimney,
but the western stack has been altered to allow a window in the
gable, and the eastern chimney has become an interior one., A

modlllion cornice is found at the roofline, The house was ex-—
tensively remodelled in 1925,

Across the Main Street from the Thomas Pate House is the 0ld
Customs House on Lot 43, bullt by Richard Ambler, the custonms
collector, and used by him as a store houge. The rectangular twos
story brick buillding i1s laid in Flemish bond with glazed headers
and has a belt course of three courses of corbelled brick, The
building has a steeply pitched hipped roof covered with slate, a
modillion cernice and an interior—end chimney wlth a corbelled
cap.on the south side., The lower story windows and the doors
have gegmental arches; the second story windows have flat arches.
All the windows have gvrehitrave trim,blinds and nine-over-nine
sash. A brick wall laid in Plemish bond encircles the large yard|

The major remaining house in Yorktown is the Nelson House.
It was built on Lot 52 between 1711 and 1740 either by Thomas
"Scoteh Tom" Nelson, progenitor of this well-known family in
Virginla or by his son, William. It remained in the Nelson family
untll It was purchased as the nucleus of York Hall estate by
Captain George Preston Blow in 1914, The Nelson House has been
part of Colonlal Historical National Park since 1968. The Nelson
House 1s a rectangular, two=-story brick house, five bays wilde
(on the north facade) and three bays deep, with a generously
proportioned dentil cornilce, a broad gable roof with pediments on
the ends and two interior chimneys with corbelled caps. The
house has a fine gauged-brick water table and belt course., The
corners are quolned in stone; the window s1llls, lintels and key-
stones are also 1in stone. The original center doorway has simple
gauged and rubbed brick plers, and a triangular pediment of rubbeq
and molded brick, however the elaborate west doorway 1s modern.
The south slde has only four bays and the door is off-center.
The large hipped dormers were added in 1920,

The floor plan has a central hall with the amaller two rooms
on the east separated by a small stalr and two large square rooms
are on the west., Thils plan Is repeated on the second floor. The
entrance hall 1s paneled above and below the molded chair-rall,
and there is a fully developed cornilce. The stair, ascending
i1n three easy flights, retains its orlginal treads, risers and
stringer., Although all the rooms are paneled, the northeast room
i1s the most elaborate. The walls are not only paneled, but are
marked off by a modified Corinthian order, womewhat like Plate
XXV 1n Batty Langley's Bullder's Director. The order 1s composed

]

of columns engaged three-guarters of thelr depth with capiltals
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1@V§ s%ggle bands of tall acanthus leaves. Wlindows, doors and
mantel are framed by this order, The marble mantel, as wlth all
the others in the house, ls a copy of the original, In the north-
west room, fluted pllasters (apparently Dorie, although the caplts
have been removed) flank the windows, doors and mantel.

Across the cross street from the Nelson House on Lot 56 is
the Sessions-Shileld House bullt in the last years of the seventeer
century by Thomas Sesslons. The rectangular five-bay brick
dqwelling 1is lalid In Flemilsh bond and has a clipped gable roof,
Five hipped dormers open on the north slope of the roof and three
'on the south slope. Two exterlor-end chimneys are T-shaped., The
orlginal modillion cornlce 1s found at the roofline and the first
floor wilndows retain original trim and nine-over-nine sash, as
do the second floor end windows. The dormer trim and sash are
modern., Segmental arches mark the end windows and basement window
The front and back porches and the eastern frame wing are nineteer
century additions. On the interior, the flrst flcoor rooms feature
chalr rails and cornices, but the distinctive feature in the
central hallway 18 the arch with a fluted keystone, fluted
pilasters and a paneled spandrel.

North of the Sesslons-Shield House across Maln Street on Lot
77 stands the Dudley Digges House bullt for Digges about 1755.
Digges 1nherited the property from his father, and expanded 1t by
purchasing the adjoining lots (76 and 79) as locations for out-—
bulldings.
of the mid-elghteenth century one-and-one ~half story house in
Virginia. One of the few frame buildings surviving in Yorktown,
the flve-bay house has a modillion cornlce and two interlor-end
chimneys with corbelled caps. Filve gabled dormers plerce the
north and south slope of the roof, whilch as a slight kick at the
eaves. 'The nine-over-nine sash 1n the south facade and the east
and west ends 18 orlginal, however the dormer four-over-four sash
and the slx-over-silx sash 1n the gables are modern. Archltrave
trim frames the doorway wlth lts Peaﬁangular transom consisting
of' four panes and the windows.

The floor plan shows a central hall plan with two roome, each
having a corner flreplace, on elther slde of the hall. In the
hall, a vertically paneled wainscoatlng and a wooden molded
cornlce are employed. The two-run opensstring stair wlith a molded
handrail, turned balusters and ornamental brackets 1s set back 1in-
to the northeast corner of the hall. The southwest room 1s fully
paneled with vertical panels and features an arch wlth a keystone
as a doorway I1n the north wall. Many of the orlglinal silx-paneled
doors remaln in the house.

the Dlgges House 1s considered an outstanding example |

Two houses, the BEdmund 3mith House and the Ballard House,
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stand on the cross street east of the Nelson House, Nelson Street
The Edmund Smith House on Lot 53 was bullt by Edmund Smith in
1751 for hls daughter, Mildred, who married David Jameson. This
Filve-bay brick dwelling laid in Flemish bond with glazed headers
originally fronted on the street. When 1t was converted into a
guest house for the York Hall estate early 1n this century, the
entrance was changed to the garden front, and the former street
entrance was made into a window. A&t the time of the renovatlon,
two gabled dormers were added to the two already opening on the
west slope of the roof, thereby matching the four original
dormers on the street front. The windows are marked by segmental
arches and stone sills and have archltrave trim and nine-ovep-
nine sash. The stacks of the two exterior end chimneys are
8lightly removed from contact with the house.

South of the Edmund Smith House on Lot 54 is the Ballard
House bullt by Captain John Ballard by 1744, The five=bay
rectangular frame structure ls covered with beaded white clapboards.
The exterior-end chimney of the south end has 1ts stack set out
From contact with the gable, although the rorth chimney 1s wilthin
the frame of the house. Four gabled dormers open on the east sloge
of the steeply pitched roof, and three on the west slope. A
molded cornlce 1s employed on the exterior. The doorway in the
street facade ls off center to the south; three bays extend northi
of the doorway. The flrgt floor windows have nine-over-nine sash
and the dormers have slx-over-six.

The reconstructed Archer House stands under the hill on the
water front. Bullt by Thomas Archer in the elghteenth cerntury,
the structure was destroyed by fire in 1814, The present frame
rectangular two-bay house with two gabled dormers in each slope
of the roof 1s bullt on the foundations of the earliler structure.,

Extenslve remalns of Wllliam Rogers pottery kiln have been
located on the east side of Read Street, southwest of the Nelson
House. This local industry produced good gquallty stonewares and
coarse earthenwares in the second guarter of the elghteenth centuiy.

Governor Gooch referred to Rogers in letters of the 1730's
to the kngllsh Board of Trade as the "poor potter™, but historical
regegrch and archaeological excavation have determined that his
pottery operatlon was large and successful, :

A number of eighteenth century house gsltes have potentilal
for archaecloglcal examination. In addition to many small and
medium sized structures, there were three maJor brick residences
that have been destroyed. The Secretary Thomas Nelson House,
stood on Main Street Just east of the town limits and was reduced
fo a2 enin by Amerload.sh
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was finally convinced to abandon his home when his body servant
"had his brains dashed out by a cannon ball while he stood by hls
side." Foundations of the Secretary Nelson house have been partly
excavated. A large H-shaped house on lots 46, 47, 84, ana 85
across from the Governor Nelson House was the home of Wililliam
Nelson, President of the Council., The house was lost in an 1814
fire that destroyed much of the town. Its foundations remain
below ground, and excavatlon would provide Information about its
Interesting plan. A 1754 sketch shows the Llghtfoot House, at
the west end of the town, It was an Imposing two story hilp roof
structure, with an appearance simllar to Westover and Carters
Grove. The buildingts plan would be valuable for comparative
evldence, but archaeological remalns of the house are believed to
have been destroyed by modern constructlion on the site.

A few miles east of Yorktown 1s the Moore House, owned in
1781 by Augustine Moore., Built about 1725, the house 1s restored
to 1t Revoluticnary condition, when it served as the meeting placseg
for the representatives of the three armies. Here the Artlcles
of Capltulation, signed by the commanding officers on October 19th
were drawn up. The frame filve-bay rectangular house with beaded
white clapboard has a hip-on-gambrel roof and a modillion coernice,
The north slope of the roof is broken by five hilpped dormers, the
south by three, The two brlck exterior chimneys are T-=shaped,
Nine-cover-nine sash is employed in the first floor windows, and
six~over-six In the dormers., The floor plan has a central hall
with two rooms to the west and one large room to the east. A
two-run closed-string stair ascends on the east side of the hall.L
A chalr-raill 1s employed in the first floor rooms, and the mantels
have plain friezes and shelves supported by slmple pillasters.
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acre lots on the bluffs above the river.

and the river.

surveyed for lots in 1738.

most important tobacco ports.

qulet rural village resulted,

there.

Yorktown was established by the Virginia Port Act in 1691
on the land of BenJamln Read, part of the Captain Nicholas
Martiau tract whichhgg des cended through the dlstaflf slde to
Read. The Port Act sought to foster urban development in
Virginla and one of 1ts measures specified the procurement of
f1if'ty acres to serve as a port for York County. MaJor Lawrence
Smith surveyed the fifty acres and lald out eighty-five half-
On the original plat,
surviving among the York County records, a principle street
(Main) running parsllel to the river was Interzected by seven
cross streets. The original street and lot lines remaln today.
The lots were lald out on the hluffs above the river, but leff
a strip of land, "a Common Shore of no value" between the town
In thils area wharves, stores,
conaiderable business development grew up along Water Street.
Although this dilstrlet was brought into the town in 1738, it
remained commons land (as does the beach today) until 1t was

For much of the eighteenth century, Yorktown reigned as a
busy commercial town and port. The excellent harbor I1n the
York River, and the fine quality of the tobacco raised on the
surrounding plantations combined to make Yorktown one of the
Yorktown reached the peak of 1ts
growth and prosperlty about 1750, although it continued a busy
commercial life for another twentyufive or thirty years. Rival
points of trade claimed much of the town's buslness, the center
of tobacco moved southwest as the soll of the nelghboring
plantations wore out, and these were the harbingers of decline
even before the siege of 1781 lald waste to much of the town.
Yorktown did not recover from the effects of the slege, 1t
ceased to be a commercial center, population dropped, and a

At the height of 1ts prosperity, Yorktown's population
probably never exceeded three thousand., A number of prosperous
families who were promlnent in the affalrs of the colony lived
Among the more famous of these were the Nelson family
who produced Willllam, President of the Councll and acting

governor, Thomas, Deputy Secretary of the Colony for many years

lodgings and a
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2. The Colonlal National Historical Park Yorktown portilon
including Yorktown, the Moore House, the Battlefield, the
Surrender Ground, Commanders! Headquarters, and cemeteries.

6. Historlc Amerilcan Bulldings Survey Inventory
1959 Federal
Library of Congress
Washington, D. C.
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ahdﬁ@ﬁ@ﬁy;>gl the Council, and Thomas, Jr., Signer of the
Declaration of Independence and Governor of Virginia; and the
Digges famlly whose seclon Dudley was in the House of Burgesses ang
an actlve supporter of the revolutionary cause.

Today Yorktown is principally remembered for its part in the
culmination of the Amerlcan Revolutlon, Although as early as
1775 Governor Dunmore had stored supplies and later lived aboard
his warship in Yorktown harbor, the area saw little actlon until
Cornwallls entered the town in August, 1781, Here he prepared to
awalt re-enforcements from New York, and here he was surrounded by
the combined American and French: forces under Washington and .
Rochambeau. The French fleet under the Comte de Grasse defeated
the British off the capes ol the Chesapeake Iin early September
and were thus masters of the bay and rlver entrances. Gradually
Cornwallls was forced to pull his lines in closer to Yorktown.
The Americans and French constructed several slege llnes as they
pushed Cornwallls in on the town, By October 17th the town and
the Britlsh troops had been under incessant artlllery fire for
eight days and they were aurrounded at close range. Relief had
not come and the Americans and French had superior forces.
Cornwalils' positlon was untenable, he could not fire a single
gun, thus surrender was the only alternative. On the 19th of
October, Cornwallis signed the Articles of Capitulation, drafted
the day before at the Moore House, and the British troops marched
to Surrender Field and stacked thelr arms. '

After the Siege of 1781, Yorktown gettled into the role of
a rural community, although 1t retailned its position as the York
County seat. 1In 1814, a fire began along the waterfront in
Yorktown-under-the-~hlll, spread into the town and destroyed many
old colonial buildings. The next major event in the town's histopy
ocourred when Lafayette was feted there durling hig tour of Americh
in 1824, During the War DBetween the States, there was a gecond
siege of Yorktown in 1862, a minor engagement; some of the visilbl
fortifications date from this siege. The victory at Yorktown was
extensively observed during the Centennial Celebration in 1881,
and at the Sesquicentennial Celebration in 1931,

132

Tn the first three-guarters of the elghteenth century, York=—¢
town was an important port and an active commercial community.
The substantlal houses of the early merchants were followed by
fine mansions as the merchants increased thelr wealth. A number
of elghteenth century nouses remaln today, and these with the
Maln Street reconstructions combine to glve the atmosphere of an
eighteenth century village along the original streets. The small
brick and frame housesg are excellent examples of the typlcal earl
and mid-eighteenth century town dwellings. The Nelson House 1s 3
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distlingulshed example of an Early Georgian pedimented gablewend
house, and retalns most of the original interior trim. Yorktown
galns 1ts greatest glory from having been the site of the
culmination of the American Revolutlon. The Battlefield sites,
Headquarters, Surrender Field and other Integral parts of the

wartime Yorktown are contained within the Colonial Historical
National Park,.
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